We have heard much to-day concerning the aspirations and achievements of our distinguished forbears in this Section.
The ripe fruit of their endeavour is to be seen as the astonishing recent increase of interest in historical medicine, an interest which now extends well beyond the confines of our Section and Society. It is particularly pleasing to observe that this renaissance of interest is no longer confined, as it once was, to the middle and older age groups within our profession but is shared by the young and near-young. The rhetorical question has been asked whether we are achieving to-day the intentions of our Founder Members. Our President has gone further by wondering whether we should be incubating more ambitious plans for the future of our chosen subject. I think that perusal of Sir Zachary Cope's excellent paper will supply the answer to the first part of the question. The formulation of more ambitious plans for the subject is, however, perhaps a little beyond the terms of reference of a specialized Section of this Society.
Some of the increased interest in medical history, which had been so successfully fostered by our Section and which I have referred to already, seemed to culminate in 1959, when a group centred upon the ancient Hall of the -Apothecaries' Guild in the City of London founded the Faculty of the History of Medicine and Pharmacy, whose object is to correlate and extend the interest of a wider medical public in this subject. In this they had the corporate encouragement and support of this Society and of most university and collegiate bodies in the country. The individual membership also includes many who felt they would hesitate to apply for membership of such an august and erudite Section as this.
The primary aim of the Faculty also is, in the words used by our President to-day (who is a Founder Member): 'To ensure that medical history remains a living and active subject which shall enter early into the life of the doctor-to-be', and form an essential part of his training on the humanist side, which seems to be in some danger of eclipse from the increasingly scientific and technical aspects of the modern student's education.
With this aim in mind a panel of eminent lecturers on various aspects of historical medicine and pharmacy has been established and these experts can be called upon to give talks in schools, colleges, or university centres. Four statutory lectures are also given in the Apothecaries' Hall in addition to the annual Gideon de Laune Oration. One of these, the Osler Lecture, is specifically for students.
The Faculty also awards the Maccabean Medal each year for the best essay upon a historical subject, written by a student or medical man under the age of 30. A further, very important, innovation is the recent establishment of an official lecturer within seven of our leading medical schools, whereby medical history appears for the first time as a subject on their official calendar. Thus it would seem that the enlightened deans of these schools feel that the study of medical history has a value in their students' education. No doubt the others will in due course follow suit.
These activities of the Faculty, which arose out of the influence which this Section has exerted upon medical thought over the past half century, have been canalized and given direction through its Annual Congresses, which have dealt with subjects of the first importance to the progress of medicine in this country. These have concerned the evolution of medical practice, the hospital system, and, since the Faculty is equally concerned with the history of the allied dicipline of pharmacy, the influence of chemistry on medicine.
So what of the future? We must all endeavour to maintain and nourish the present interest in our subject. Our traditions, which are based upon our historical past, must be made more widely known; otherwise we seem to be in grave danger, within the next few generations of medical students, of sinking from the status of an ancient and learned profession to that of a modern Civil Service technical corps.
At this stage in our corporate existence our endeavours might well be concentrated in the aim to establish a Chair in medical history and pharmacology in one of our great universities. London University alone has 110 full academic departments in the realm of medicine but has not included its historical aspect. We cannot fail to be conscious of the impetus which would be given to our subject at this time if at least one of the universities in this country -as is done elsewhere in the world -were to recognize the academic value of our subject. Such a consummation in the near future would, I am sure, delight the spirits of our Founder Members, for we should then have 'arrived'!
